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Historical Importance of Saddam Hussein:

Saddam Hussein was the ruthless dictator of Iraq from 1979 until 2003. 

Dates:

April 28, 1937 -- December 30, 2006

Overview of Saddam Hussein:

Saddam, which means "he who confronts," was born in a village called al-Auja, outside of Tikrit in northern Iraq. Either just before or just after his birth, his father disappeared from his life. Some accounts say that his father was killed; others say he abandoned his family. 

Saddam's mother soon remarried a man who was illiterate, immoral, and brutal. Saddam hated living with his stepfather and as soon as his uncle Khairullah Tulfah (his mother's brother) was released from prison in 1947, Saddam insisted that he go and live with his uncle.

Saddam didn't start primary school until he moved in with his uncle at age 10. At age 18, Saddam graduated from primary school and applied to military school. Joining the military had been Saddam's dream and when he wasn't able to pass the entrance exam he was devastated. (Though Saddam was never in the military, he frequently wore military-style outfits later in life.) 

Saddam then moved to Baghdad and started high school, but he found school boring and enjoyed politics more. 

Saddam's uncle, an ardent Arab nationalist, introduced him to the world of politics. Iraq, which had been a British colony from the end of World War I until 1932, was bubbling with internal power struggles. One of the groups vying for power was the Baath Party, to which Saddam's uncle was a member.

In 1957, at age 20, Saddam joined the Baath Party. He started out as a low-ranking member of the Party responsible for leading his schoolmates in rioting. However, in 1959, he was chosen to be a member of an assassination squad. On October 7, 1959, Saddam and others attempted, but failed, to assassinate the prime minister. Wanted by the Iraqi government, Saddam was forced to flee. He lived in exile in Syria for three months and then moved to Egypt where he lived for three years.

In 1963, the Baath Party successfully overthrew the government and took power which allowed Saddam to return to Iraq from exile. While home, he married his cousin, Sajida Tulfah. However, the Baath Party was overthrown after only nine months in power and Saddam was arrested in 1964 after another coup attempt. He spent 18 months in prison, where he was tortured, before he escaped in July 1966.

During the next two years Saddam became an important leader within the Baath Party. In July 1968, when the Baath Party again gained power, Saddam was made vice-president. 

Over the next decade, Saddam became increasingly powerful. On July 16, 1979, the president of Iraq resigned and Saddam officially took the position.

Saddam Hussein ruled Iraq with a brutal hand. He used fear and terror to stay in power.

From 1980 to 1988, Saddam led Iraq in a war against Iran which ended in a stalemate. Also during the 1980s, Saddam used chemical weapons against Kurds within Iraq, including gassing the Kurdish town of Halabja which killed 5,000 in March 1988. 

In 1990, Saddam ordered Iraqi troops to take the country of Kuwait. In response, the United States defended Kuwait in the Persian Gulf War. 

On March 19, 2003, the United States attacked Iraq. During the fighting, Saddam fled Baghdad. On December 13, 2003, U.S. forces found Saddam Hussein hiding in a hole in al-Dwar, near Tikrit. 

After a trial, Saddam Hussein was sentenced to death for his crimes. On December 30, 2006, Saddam Hussein was executed by hanging.

By Jennifer Rosenberg, About.com Guide
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A thug who used terror and war to stay in power

· Rory McCarthy 

· The Guardian, Friday 29 December 2006 

· Article history 

It was late at night on a December evening three years ago when a team of American special forces finally caught up with Saddam Hussein. After months of raids and interrogations, they tracked him down to a hole in the ground near a small brick hut on the bank of the river Tigris. It was a dingy little shelter, nothing more than a bed, a small kitchen strewn with packets of soap and smashed eggs, a cheap plastic ventilator and a space to stretch out.

This was a fall from a height of extraordinary power. Iraq was littered with his palaces and his portraits, and his presence was seared on to the consciousness of every Iraqi. But now Iraqis came to view him in very different circumstances, in American captivity, with a soldier swabbing his mouth for DNA, then in court being manhandled by guards, silenced by the judge and ultimately condemned to death.

Saddam was at heart a thug, born into a violent childhood in a country whose history has been shaped by great political violence. He studied law in Baghdad and Cairo, but was not an exceptional student. Instead, he strong-armed his way up the hierarchy of the Ba'ath party until he rose to the presidency in 1979. He relied on the skilful promotion of others from his hometown of Tikrit until he had a web of kinship and tribal loyalty around him. Those who crossed him or looked like rivals paid with their lives, as the "hero of national liberation" cemented his power.

Promptly he led Iraq into war with Iran, a punishing eight-year conflict that left more than 1 million people dead. It is one of modern history's most grisly ironies that he only held out so long against a more numerous opponent because of the covert support of the west, which saw his regime as the lesser of two evils.

War was to characterise Saddam's rule, the glue he used to hold together his country and to maintain the dominance of his Sunni Muslim minority over the persecuted Shia and Kurdish communities.

As the Iran-Iraq war ended, he went into battle against the Kurds of northern Iraq, committing some of the gravest war crimes of his regime, wiping out villages with chemical gas attacks at a time when he was still an ally of the west. He sent his forces storming into Kuwait in 1990, disguising a long-harboured land grab with atavistic notions of pan-Arab unity. When western forces pushed his troops back, he then went to war on the Shia and the Kurds who had risen up in rebellion against him at home. He deployed his troops and his attack helicopters and the uprising was crushed with summary brutality. Graves across the south and the north were filled with the bodies of thousands of rebels. Most of those corpses were only recovered, mourned and reburied 12 years later, after Saddam's fall. The most modest assessments put at 200,000 the number of Iraqis who "disappeared" in the Saddam years.

His actions brought punishing UN sanctions, which in a decade transformed what had been a prosperous, oil-rich nation into an economic basket case. Scientists and musicians became taxi drivers and cigarette sellers. Saddam, his family and their cronies grew wealthier and wealthier. And the paranoia deepened. There were at least a dozen intelligence agencies, mostly spying on each other and all spying on the Iraqi population. "There was an eye on everyone, and an eye for everyone," one Ba'athist said later.

Saddam's image was painted on vast concrete hoardings across the country, depicting him as an army general, as a tribal leader, as an observant Muslim, and, at the gates to his town Tikrit, as Saladin, the conqueror of Jerusalem. He wrote in his own hand the words Allah o-Akbar, [God is Greatest], between the three stars of the national flag. He adorned his Baghdad palace - later home to the American occupation authority - with his own vast bronze busts. His portrait was on the wall in every public building and in most homes. It was the first page in every school textbook.

However much he was despised, he was always present. One Iraqi said the paranoia was like having a policeman patrol inside your mind. Even after the fall of Baghdad, many Iraqis feared that Saddam would return to power. All were scarred by him. One man who took part in the 1991 uprising, who remarkably climbed out alive from a mass grave and who wanted Saddam dead, watched the Iraqi leader's first court appearance and said: "He should not be humiliated. He was our president. He was our father."

In the first months after the invasion there were many who fought against the occupation on behalf of Saddam, and many faithful Ba'athists who believed their time would come again. But it did not, and as the insurgency deepened so it was enveloped in Islamic extremism.

In court, Saddam staged a compelling performance during occasionally farcical proceedings, at times irascible, moody, withdrawn and disconsolate. But there were moments when his sense of his own authority appeared undiminished, making for chilling viewing. His execution may come as relief for those whose consciousnesses are still haunted by the man who ruled over them for the best part of three decades. But though his death will plant a fullstop at the end of a violent life, the country he ruled is discovering that it no longer needs to have a tyrant in charge for Iraqis to kill Iraqis.

· Nobody Told Us We Are Defeated: Stories from the New Iraq by Rory McCarthy is published by Chatto/Guardian Books, £11.99
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